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INTRODUCTION 
The New England town--that organ i zation so 
familiar to all New Englanders that it re ceives 
scar cely a passing thought - -has been the subj e ct of 
many learned discussions. With regard to its orig in 
there are three main contentions: first, that it is 
native to the soil, that it was pla.nted under condi -
tions unlike those in England by En glish emigrants 
with the instincts, traditions, and methods of their 
race, but controlled by charters; second, that it is 
a copy of an English prototype as that was of German 
and Aryan; third, that it is a repro~uction of the 
En plish parish with the procedure of the Enrlish 
vestry. 
It is not the purpose of this essay to consider 
the theory of the Germanic or Aryan ori g· i_n. The facts 
upon which it is based are meagre. Moreover, the 
proof of its truth or falsity does not greatly affect 
the conclusions which we shall reach. We may recog-
nize the continuity of Eng:lish-American history with-
out tracing the English growth back to its origin. 
It remains to be considered whether the town was of 
purely native origin or was a copy of an English pro -
totype,--the parish. In support of the first argument, 
statements are made the truth of which is evident. 
We know that the colonies in N~w England, and conse-
quently the towns composing them, were settled by 
Englishmen. That these men had separated themselves 
from their fellow-countrymen, crossed an ocean, and 
5. 
settled in the wilderness in order to obtain a larger 
field for the realization of their ideals and ambiti.ons 
indicates that they had the char a.cteri.sti c F.ng! ish love 
of liberty and gives a basis for the presumption that 
they had other English ideals and traditions as well . 
They came to a land unrestricted by law or precedent. 
They were controlled only by a distant government and 
by charters. It was natural that they should. take ad-
vantage of the great freedom afforded them and should 
develop institutions differe nt from those of the mother 
CQuntry. The question still remains, however, whether 
these institutions were entirely divorced from those 
of the mother country, or whether they were modelled 
upon them and merely changed by the great difference 
in the conditions in the new land. In order to reach 
some conclusion in this matter, we shall first consider 
the early New England town and then its alleged proto-
type,--the Engli~h parish of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. By a comparison of their likenesses 
and differences we may ascertain the true relation 
between them. 
6. 
In founding the first colonies in New Enfland 
the settlers were controlled by economic conditions 
which made a certain type of settlement necessary. 
The physical character of the country made a settlement 
on the coast most advisable. The soil was not richly 
produc tive and requi»ed that careful cultivation which 
can be given only by small farmers. The winters were 
very severe. The Indians were hostile. All of t hese 
conditions tended to keep the people together in con-
centrated settlements. 
The purpose of founding a government was not a 
primary one in the minds of the first sett lers. They 
came as commercial companies with charters and st oak-
holders. The Massachusetts Bay Colony began with two 
thousand colonists and only twelve members oi· the Massa-
chusetts Bay Company, these twe 1 ve be inp: the only ones 
who by the charter were given the right to vote. Before 
leaving the ship they voted that each should exercise 
the power of a justice of the peace, or magistrate, as 
they existed in England, and administer the Erwlish 
common law and the law of Moses. The charter granted 
to those inhabiting the territory and to their posterity 
the liberties and immunities of Engl i sh subjects. 
A General Court was set up as the governing body. 
It controlled the dispo sition of all land within the 
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grant of the charter. Although exceptions were sometimes 
made, it was the policy of the General Court to frant 
land, not to individuals, b11t to froups who would found 
a town and gather a church. The first exaction of the 
court on making grants was that an orthodox minister 
should be obtained and provided for in the settlement. 
The grantees, on their occupancy, proceeded to institute 
a new town. Tbe territory was parcelled into lots of 
meadow, tillage, and woodland, with a reserve for common 
pasture, sites for meetinghouse, schoolhouse, and burial 
place. For protection against the Indians, the inhabi-
tants stayed within a prescribed distance of the meeting-
house. All arrangements for the cond uct of the town 
were made and carried out by majority vote. Sele ctmen 
were chosen and charged with powers of an executive 
nature in carrying out the directions of the town meet -
ing. A clerk and other f'unct ionar i es were chosen as 
there was need for them. These functionaries ana their 
duties, together with other aspects o:r town life, will 
be discussed in detail in the following pages. 
The New Eng-land towns had distinctly ecclesias -
tical aspects. Not only was there a church wherever 
there was a town, but the church was the nucleus about 
which the town was gathered. The persons exercising 
both ecclesiastical and civil fu nctions were officers of 
the same community, elected by the same constituents. 
It was the original doc'trine in New Enfland that a 
~hurch officer, of whatever degree, was an officer only 
in his own oongregs.tion, and a layman to all .the rest 
of the world. Prautical exigencies, however, caused 
deviations from this theory. For reasons of supposed 
public necessity, church membership and political power 
were associated in the same persons, and it became 
necessary for the public to look aft er the qualifica -
tions of church members. In Massachusetts a meeting of 
the whole body of freemen in a G3neral Court was the 
same as a convention of members of all the chur ches . 
B. 
In the General Comt of Magi8trates and Deputies none 
but church members could sit or have a voice in choosing 
others to sit. The church me rrbers, then, rerulated 
both e cclesiastical and civil affairs. 
From the very beginning the importance of the 
minister w~s recognized and his support provided for. 
At first this was direc'ted by the company which planted 
t he colony, but it ther eaft er became on·e of the functions 
of the local government, though the central government 
watched careful ly to see that the support was adequate. 
The founding of a church was a solemn act . It was nec-
eseary first to secure the approval of the churches 
already organized and the santion of the magistrates. 
g • 
After this had been done and the details connected with 
the foundi ng of the town had been attended to, the 
settlers met in a body, and after fasting and prayer, 
confessed their sins, professed their faith, and united 
in church membership . · 
While in theory the church of each town was 
independent and at liberty to choose its own offi0ers, 
in reality its choice was carefully supervised by the 
colony through the colonial magistrates and th8 pastors 
of other churches. The ministers were frequently cor -
rected for making remarks which did not plea.se the other 
ministers or the magistrates. This Slrpervi.sion was 
distastef1Jl to many of the chu r -1hes, and petitions were 
frequently sent to the General Court asking that more 
freedom be allowed the individual churches. During the 
seventeenth century, the minister of a Massachusetts 
chtJr ch was a town official elected by the inhabitants in 
the town meeting as was any other officer of the town. 
He differed from these in holding offi0e for life, while 
they were elected annually. In many towns, of course, 
the minister came from England with the congregation, 
often as the leader of the enterprise, but in case of 
any vacancy, from death or other cause, the new minister 
was elected by the town. 
All expenses connected with the church and the 
minister were borne by the town, every inhabitant of 
10. 
which, whether a church member of not,· was required 
to contribute for this purpose . The money was raised 
sometimes, as in Watertown, by a ratA levied upon 
property; or sometimes, as in Roxbury and Camoridge, by 
an equal tax upon all inhabitants. Over this question 
of the minister's support, the General Court exercised 
constant and. jealous supervision. In addition to the 
money paid the minister, the town frequently set aside 
a certain amount of land, the income from which was 
devoted to the support of the minister and the church. 
The minister did not receive a regular salary but was 
paid what the town could afford. The usual method was 
to decide in town meeting what the salary should be 
for the coming year and to proportion the amount among 
the inhabitants . 
The meeting house was town property and was 
managed by and through the town meeting. At that meet-
ing repairs were discussed, plans for seating people 
were formed, additions were ordered, and all necessary 
plans made. Public worship took place in the meeting-
house. Bells being obtained but slowly, the cone-rega-
tion was generally summoned by the beating of the drum. 
Attendance at the services was compulsory. Seats were 
assigned to the members of the congregation by the town 
through the elders, selectmen, or deacons. Men and 
women sat separately on their res pective sides of the 
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house, while the boys sat apart from both, with a 
tithing man to keep them in order. In this arrange-
ment the practice of the English parish was followed. 
The majority of early towns of the seventeenth 
century passed through two stages of development; -
that of a plantation begun by the permission of the 
General Court, and that of a self-governing town. In 
the plantation stage, the towns were more or less under 
the supervision of the General Court, which directed 
the laying out of their lots and in some cases took 
direct . control of the plantation. Th~ change from a 
plantation to a self-governing town was made by author-
ity of the Court. This procedure, however, does not 
apply to many of the original towns, which were founded 
without any supervision from the General Court. 
The town, the inhabitants of which belonged to 
one church, was the political unit in Massachusetts. 
As has been stated, town and church were formed together 
because of the exis ting policy in granting 18.nd, and 
because many of the settlers came already organized as 
a church community. . The town of Dorchester in Massa-
chusetts was founded without any formal authorization 
from the company . In 1629 a number of persons from 
Devonshire, Somersetshire, Dorsetshire, and elsewhere, 
12 0 
assembled at Plymouth, England, and res olved to live 
together. They chose two ministers whom they made their 
officers, set sail, and in May, 16!30, landed at Nantasket. 
After a brief exploration they settled at Mattapan, or 
Dorchester Neck. T~e first records of the t own relate 
to the allotment of land. In Oct ober, 1633, by t be con-
sent of the whole "plant at ion," it was agreed, for the 
general good of the plantation, upon the beating of the 
drum ~here should be a general meeting of the inhabi -
tants of the plantation at the meetinghouse; 1 that twelve 
men of the company should be selected to order all things 
until the next monthly meeting and afterwards unless the 
meeting should decide otherwise. T-he number of men was 
later changed, their duties altered and defined, but this 
was in reality the beginning of the Dorchester town gov-
ernment. In 1636 a "bayliff" was chosen to levy all 
fines and rates; a mode of land regis tration was devised; 
assessors and other officers were appo i nted. 
The first order of the Massachusetts Bay Company 
concerning the allotment of land relates to New England's 
plantation, or Salem. One of the c lauses provides that 
if an allot mer1t should not be made within ten days after 
his arrival an adventurer might settle at any convenient 
spot. The settlers of Dorchester, Charlestown, Watertown, 
1 Channing: "Town and County Govt ~· ~ · p. 29. 
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and Boston took advantage of this clause and chose their 
own sites before any grant whatever was made by the 
General Court . 
In March, 1635, it was ordered by the General 
Court that "as the particular towns have many things 
which concern only themselves, and the ordering of 
their own affairs," the "freemen of every town shall 
only have power to dispose of their own lands and woods 
with all the privileges and appurtenances of the said 
town to grant lots and make such orders as may concern 
the well ordoring of their own towrs, not repugnant to 
the laws and orders as have been established by the 
General Court," . • • "to lay penal ties to the breach of 
these orders," and "to choose their own particular 
officers."l This order of the General Court authorized 
the powers which many of the towns had been assuming in 
the conduct of their own affairs . 
The following extracts from the Massachusetts 
"Body of Liberties" show s orne of the powers o1: a town 
of that early day. 
"The freemen of every township shall h~ve power 
to made such by-laws as may concern the welfare of their 
town, provided that they be not repugnant to the public 
laws and orders of the countrie." 
1 Channing : "Town and County Govt ." pp. 3'1-,-32 . 
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"It is the liberty of the freemen to choose 
deputies for the General Court." 
"The freemen of every town or township shall 
have full power to choose yearly or for less time out 
of themselves a convenient number of fit men to order 
the planting or prudential occasions of that town 
according to instructions given them in writing, pro~ 
vided nothing be done by them contrary to the public 
laws and orders of the country; provided also the 
number o :t" such persons be not above nine."l 
During the first years of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony, the only organ of government within the 
limits of the town was the town meeting or general 
assembly of male inhabitants. This body had no legal 
authority but was made necessar;y by the formation bj7 
the settlers of numerous small groups instead of the 
one large plantatton which had been planned. Town 
government, therefore, was not authorized by the charter. 
The town meeting at first had no regular time of meet -
ing, no specified nmnber or meetings, no definite duties, 
and no requirement about attencance. Regulations con~ 
cerning these matters were soon adopted by the towns 
and sanctioned b;y· the General Court. Cambridge, in 1632, 
made an agreement for a monthly meeting. "Agreed that 
1 
C.hanning: "Town and County Govt.," pp. 33- 34. 
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every person under subscribed shall meet every second 
Monday in every month within the m~eting-house in the 
afternoon within half an hour after the ringing of the 
. . 
bell and that every one that make not his personal 
appearance there and continue there without leave 
until the meeting be ended shall for every default pay 
twelve pence and if it be not paid the meeting then to 
double it and so on until it is paid."1 · 
The town meeting soon prov ed inadequate for all 
the requirements of local government. Executive offi -
cials, the townsmen or selectmen, were appointed to 
carry out the orders of the town meeting, which still 
kept the ultimate authority in its own hands but met 
less frequently. One regular m~eting was held annually 
for the election of t'Jwn officers and special meetings 
were ca lled whenever necessary. Cambridge held its 
annual meeting in November, Salem i.n March, Watertown 
until 1663 in October and after that i n September, 
Roxbury until 1690 in January, and thereaft er in March. 
Dorchester, i n 1645, decided that the inhabitants should 
meet every year in October, upon due notice from the 
sel ectmen, to elect selectmen and all other town offi-
cials for th~ ensuinf year. The votirig was by ballot 
and was carefully ree:-ula ted. At the annual meeting 
1 MacLear: "Early New England Towns," p. 107. 
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new by-laws and changes in existing ones were made, 
complaints considered, and grievances redressed. The 
freemen were summoned to the meeting by a "call for the 
meeting" which was "read at the lecture before," or 
posted on the meetinghouse door; or, as in Dorchester, 
by a warning for the meettng, which was given from 
house to house twice before the meeting was held. 1 
Attendance at the meeting was compulsory and no one 
could leave without permission from the selectmen. 
In Watertown after 1639 any freeman who, having been 
sufficiently warned, stayed away from the town meeting, 
forfeited to the town for each time 2 s . -6 d., which 
f i ne was raised to 5 s. in 1641. In Salem the fine 
was 18 d . Reasonable excuses for absence were accepted. 
In addition to the annual meeting s pecial meet-
ings were frequently held. They were ·:!alled by the 
selectmen and summoned in th9 s.ame way as the regular 
meeting. In the call for the meeting its pur pose was 
always mentioned. 
The meeting was presid ed over by a moder a tor, 
who was either one of the selectmen or a member chosen 
by the meeting. After the meeting opened, the select-
men presented the business of the day for the consider-
ation of the members. Any question of public interest 
1 
MacLear: "Early New England Towns;" p. 110. 
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could be brought up for discussion by an inhabitant. 
In Watertown all motions were read "twice publicly and 
audibly" and then voted on. The town meetings were not 
always orderly gatherings. In Dorchester, especially, 
stringent ~ules had to be passed to maint~in order, and 
to prevent the heated arguments, untimely departures 
from the meeting, and ill-considered motions which were 
disrupting the meeting~ 
In Massachusetts, as in the other colonies, the 
selectmen were the most important town officials. At 
first their powers and duties were rather indefinite, 
but they were gradually defined by the towns. In 1652 
Cambridge declared that they were tG carry out the 
orders of the court laid upon the town; that they were 
to give public notice of all meetings of the inhabi-
tants, and to carry out faithfully whatever might be 
determined upon by the town; that they were to prevent 
apd remove any damage that they thought might have become 
a burden through "any person taking more than his share 
in the common lands, woods, or other public stocks, 
liberties, or interest of the town;" that they were to 
portion an equal rate among the inhabitants of the town 
necessary to carry into effect these laws, which rate 
was to be levied by the constables on all the inhabitants. 1 
1 
MacLear: "Early New England Towns," p. 118. 
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Their duties were similar l,'l defined in other rn:a.ssa -
chusetts towns. 
Besides being executive officials the select-
men had legisla~ive and judicial functions. They could 
make new town orders or alter old ones. The Watertown 
selectmen, in 1666, ordered ~he constables yearly to 
clear their accounts with the town. In Dorchester they 
regulated the mowing of grass in the marshes and ~he 
marking of horses by their owners. In Cambridge they 
forbade cutting down of trees. ana. ordered non-inhabi -
tants to pay a certain sum for the use of common pasture. 
All acts of the selectmen could be revised or rejected 
by the town meeting . Frequently, too, the meeting called 
to their attention certain things which they could do for 
the benefit of the town. Roxbury, in 1665, appointed 
three men "to give the selectmen orders that might be 
thought of by them for the selectmen to consider of and 
1 
establish for the good of the town." 
A very important town office was that of constable . 
The powers and duties of constables a.s defined by the 
General Court in 1634 were: first, to set forth the "hue 
and cry" after murderers and all criminals; second, to 
apprehend. without warrant all vagrants or persons violating 
1 
MacLear, p . 125. 
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the laws. provided they were taken in their crime in the 
"sight of the constables or by present information from 
others." All persons were required to assist the con-
stables upon pain of fine. On taking office they took 
the following oath: - "you do here swear by the great 
name of Almighty God, that you will carefully intend the 
preservation of the peace. the discovery and preventing 
all attempts against the same; you shall duly execute 
all warrants which shall be sent unto you from lawfull 
authority here established, and shall faithfully execute 
all such orders of court as are committed to your care, 
and in all things you shall deal seriously and faith-
fully while you shall be in office without any sinister 
respect of favor or displeasure."l 
The constables gathered the rate and expended 
it according to instructions given tnem by the town or 
the selectmen. They were required to keep a strict 
account of money received and expended, rendering it to 
the selectmen who were responsible to the town. They 
apparently had to do anything that the tovm or select -
men wished done: to give notice of the town meetings 
at the meetinghouse or by going from door to door; to 
enforce ordinances passed by the town meeting or the 
selectmen; to look after the repairs of the meeting-
1 MacLear, p. 126 ~ 
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house and s choo lhous e; to serve warrants from the 
selectmen; and to survey new lands. The constables 
were provided with a staff as a sign of office, in 
order that no one might plead ignorance when his 
assistance was required. 
Town orders made by the town meeting or the 
selectmen were binding upon all inhabitants. In order 
to let the people know what orders had been passed, all 
new orders were read at the next lecture day after 
their adoption, or were posted in a prominent place. 
This method proving inadequate, Salem ordered the 
inhabitants to visit the keeper of the town records to 
ascertain what the laws were. Roxbury entered the 
ordinances in her town book and read them at the annual 
meeting. 
The General Court of Massachusetts was careful 
about admitting strangers. No newcomer was wanted in 
a town unless he could give a satisfactory reason for 
coming and prove that he would not be a burden upon the 
community. Security for good behaviour and capacity 
for self-support were often required. A certificate of 
character, signed by a well-known citizen of the place 
from which the stranger came, would be accepted. Every 
town was responsible for its inhabitan.ts and could not 
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allow them to become a burden upon another town. 
The following brief survey of some Connecti -
cut towns will show some of the ideas and functions in 
early towns of that colony. In Connecticut the fran-
chisB was not limited to church members but to all 
admitted freemen and inhabitants of the town. For the 
first sixty years of sett 1 ement, beginning about 1635, 
the township ann the church organization were identical. 
There was one meetinghouse where the inhabitants met to 
perform both civil and religious duties. The church and 
state were theoretically but not practically separate. 
No one was admitted. as an inhabitant who did not follow 
the general principles of doctrine and ethics approved 
by the church. No one was a permanent resident until 
he was admitted an inhabitant. Transients were a 
political nonentity and were gotten rid of as soon as 
possible. All of the New England colonists made strict 
regulations for the exclusion of undesirable persons, 
particularly their exclusion from civil rights. It was 
necessary that they do this be cause of the system of 
distributing lands, their peculiar reli gious institutions, 
and the responsibility for the care of the poor. As early 
as 1640, Hartford voted that whoever entertained a person 
or family over a month without leave from the town should 
22. 
be liable for all costs or troubles arising there -
from and might be called in question by the town for 
the action. A similar attem-pt in Enrland to pr event 
undesirable pe r sons from settling in a region and be-
coming dependent upon its inhabitants may be noted 
in the following by-law from Steeple Ashton parish: 
"Item: whereas there hath much poverty happened unto 
this parish by receiving of strangers to inhabit there 
and not first securing them against such contingencies 
••••• It is ordered by this vestry, t hat every person 
or persons whatsoever, who shall let or set any housing 
or dwelling to an~1 stranger, and who shall not first 
give good security for defending and saving harm1ess 
the said Inhabitants from the future charges as may 
happen by such stranger coming to inhabit within the 
said 'j:larish ,- -and if any person shall do to the contra.ry,-
It is agreed that such person, so receiv ing such stran-
ger, shall be rated to the poor twenty shillings monthly, 
over and bePides his monthly tax." 1 
The suffrage in Connecticut, however, was 
broader than elsewhere in New En gland. The franchise 
was at first conferred upon all ma les over sixteen years 
of age who had certificates of good behavior. It was 
1 Andrews: "River Towns of Conne cticut,n p. 84. 
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far broader than in Massachusetts, where none but the 
freemen chosen by the General Court could have any vote 
in any town. Such a regulation meant that only about 
one - sixth of the inhabitants of a town had a voice in 
matters for which all were taxed. In 1657, however, 
the franchise in Connecticut was restricted. The new 
law defined inhabitants as "householders that are t wenty-
one, or have borne office, or have thirty pounds estate ." 
:No one was to be admitted an inhqbitant excep t by or-
derly vote of the inhabitants. 
The Connecticut towns began as a plantation 
from Massachusetts and were consequently under the con-
trol of that state through a constable appointed by the 
Gener a l Court. In 1639 the General Court granted them 
privileges and the y began to develop their own town 
government. The fundamental ideas of the government 
were the election by the body of those to order its 
affairs; the investing of these officers with proper 
power; and the demand ing of responsibility in the use 
of that power. 
The first appearance of selectmen, or townsmen, 
as they were called in Connecticut, was in 1628, when 
their powers were developea ana qualified. They were 
given the power of the whole to control the ordinary 
24. 
affairs of the town, but with certain limitations. 
They were to receive no new inhabitants without the 
consent of the whole~ to make no levies, and to grant 
no lands except a small portion, perhaps, to a nec -
essitous inhabitant. They were required to meet at 
least once a fortnight to consider affairs and to arrange 
for general meetings. The townsmen had at first the 
duties of the ~own treasurer in meeting town expenses. 
The money was obtained from a town rate assessed in 
proportion to the amount of estate. Fines for t he 
violation 'f any town ruling brought additional income. 
From this survey of particular towns, we pass 
to a discussion o-r the New Englana town in general. We 
may define a town as na body corporate, occupying a 
definite portion of terr itory and exercising local 
jurisdiction under the control of the state." 1 
DeTocqueville says that town organization seems to 
constitute itself and exists in practically all nations, 
but that the freedom of the New England town is very 
infrequent. 2 Town government was partly set by charter 
or statute o!" the Gener a l Court, and was partly tradi-
tl.onal, growing with the growth of the town. From the 
outset the government was vested in the town meeting, 
1 Martin: "Civil Govt. ," p. 207. 
2 De Tocqueville: "Democracy in America," Vol. I, p. 76. 
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composed of those qualified by the local ruling:-
the adult males, the tax payers, the church members, 
or those especially admitted by the corporation. At 
first these meetings convened monthly and discussed 
and settled all the affairs of the community. It was 
soon found that such a system was too cumbrous. The 
frequency with which the meetings were called inter-
fered with the work of the people, yet they werff 
scarcely frequent enough,for business sometimes needed 
to be transacted between meetings. As early as 1635, 
therefore, the towns had recourse to the election of 
a committee or board. of selectmen to ad:minister the 
affairs of the town between the meetings. There was 
not then so great a need for meetings, so that the 
number gradually decreased to one each year. Besides 
the annual meetir.g_ there are meetings each autumn to 
elect state and county officers, each second ye ar to 
elect representati ves to the federal congress, and each 
fourth year to cast a vote for president. These assem-
blies, however, are not true town meetings. 
The annual meeting is held in the spring, in 
February, March, or April, except in Connecticut, where 
i t is he 1 a. in the fa 11 , in 0 c t o b e r , Nov e mb e r , or 
December. In early days the meetings were called by 
the beating of the drum or the blowing of the trumpet 
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from the top of the meetinghouse. In some places, 
as in Wethersfield, Connecticut, warners went from 
door to do or to notify the inhabitants of the meeting. 
Legal -procedure then began to require that the select-
men summon the meeting by placing in the hands of the 
constable, at least seven days before the meeting, a 
warrant stating the day , hour, and place of the meet-
ing, and the business to be transacted. A meeting 
not properly summoned is not legal, and any business 
not mentioned in the warrant can not be legally 
transacted. The matters mentioned for discus sion are 
usually of a general nature. They may ba p laced on the 
warrant by the selectmen or by a certain number of 
voters. Additional meetings may be called. by the 
selectmen, or, should they refuse to do so, by the 
justice of the peace, on the application of ten or 
more legal voters. The meetings were originally held 
in the meetinghouse but are now usually held in the 
town hall. The meeting is called to order by the town 
clerk or by one of the selectmen. If there is an ab-
sence or vacancy in the office of town clerk, the 
first business is to elect a temporary officer. If 
there be no such vacancy, the first business is the 
election of a moderator to preside over the meeting. 
In many towns the same man is elected year after year, 
\ 
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thus making the tow~ meeting free from the control of 
the town officers whom it is supposed to supervise. 
This organization is usually effected in the morning, 
the polls are opened, anc1 the principal officers are 
elected by secret ballot. The business sessions are 
then held early in the afternoon or sometimes in the 
evening . The method of transacting business is not 
governed by any fixed provisions, but may be rerulated 
by the meeting itself. The meet i ng is characterized 
by lively and educative debate. Those attending it 
become skilled in parliamentary law ana effective in 
quick argument on their feet. Al tho1l £<:h often a few 
men do most of the talking, anyone has the ri ght to 
speak . Moreover, children ana non-voters are allowed 
to be present as spectators. 
There are a rreat number of rna. tt:e rs upon which 
the t ov-m may act in the town meeting . One of the most 
important and earliest underta~en is the election of 
town officers. The town supervises these officers by 
the consideration and approval or rejection of the 
accounts of retiring oft.icers. The town may a.lso 
remove men from office for a breach of oath or duty of 
office or for any serious offense against commor law 
after conviction in court. The town meeting makes 
appropr iations , levies taxes, and makes by-laws on 
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all matters of local administration. The matters 
which came before the early towns were simple and 
included, in addition to those whi. ch have been l!le:n-
tion ed, the maintenance of roads and drains, the estab-
lishm0nt and maintenance of schools, and the care of 
the poor. As need erose, the town extended its con -
trol to other matters, until now it re gu l~tes t he con-
struction and mai nt enan0 e of streets, including light-
ing, c leaning, and repairing; sewers; water works; 
public baths; education; parks; libraries; hospit a ls; 
electric 1 i ght and p ov,er; police ordinances; and any 
other public works. The great variety of town funct i ons 
is illustrated by a warrant for the town of Brunswick, 
Maine, for the year 1899. The warrant included among 
the subjects to be discussed at the town meeting the 
election of officers, the reports of former officers, 
appropriations for schools, highways, fire department, 
contingent expenses , lightP, abatement of taxes, 
Memorial Day celebration, public library, stre et sprink-
ling, disposition of real estate, by- laws, public buil-
dings, the sale of liquor, number i ng of dw e llings, 
bicycle paths, electric 1if!hts, purchase of coal, the 
town fa.rm, the tov.n cemetery, a lar ger drinkin g tub to 
the fountain, and the town hearse. 
New England towns vary greatly in extent, 
wealth, and population. In Massachusetts, Rhode Island, 
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and Connecticut, the towns now contain mor~ than half 
the population of the state. City government generally 
absorb~ the town government, but in recent years, es-
pecially, even the larger towns have hesitated to give 
up the old form of government. The size of towns, 
however, is forcing so me mddification of the town mee t-
ing. Only a small part of the voters ordi narily can 
be accommodated in the town hall. Even if all the 
voters could be gathered together, debate and delibera-
tion in such a large meetin~ would be impossible. A 
pl an has been tried of a limited town meeting,-.- two 
hundred to three hundred per sons e lee ted by the voters 
in districts and given the ~ower to do the business of 
the town meeting,--but as yet it has not displaced the 
older form. 
The town officers first to be chosen and those 
holding the highest position were the board or committee 
variously known as selectmen, townsmen, or town coun~il. 
The number of this committee varies :rrom three to nine, 
three being the most usual. The members are generally 
elected for a term of one year, but in some towns in 
Massachusetts they are elected for three years and 
retire in rotation. Re~lection to the office is fre-
quent. There are no special powers to di~ferentiate 
one selectman from another, although a chairman may be 
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chosen, and in Connecticut one is often made an agent 
for t he town. The selectmen are the general adminis-
trative board of the town. Their functions are regu-
lated by the town meeting, but they are manifold and 
various, differing also from town to t own. Generally 
speaking they can do everything which t he town can do 
with the exception of levying taxes. They usually act 
on their own responsibility, putting into pract i ce the 
principles recognized by the majori~y. but to make any 
change, or to start a new enterprise they must consult 
the town and obtain its ap prova l. They is s ue warrants 
to summon to wn meetings , lay out dr a ins and highways, 
grant license s , make arrangements for elections and 
act as election officer s, conduct the ~in ancial adminis-
tration, act as legal agents of the town, have charge 
of town lands , and administer any other neces s ary town 
duties. They may ac~ a s as s essor s , ove r seers of the 
poor, health officers, or school superintendents, if 
there are no persons specially appointed Ior those 
offices. The selectmen ap point some minor officers 
and may fill vacancies in elective offices. The state 
imposes certain duties on ~he selectmen; for example, 
the drawing up of lists of voters for the state election. 
If they neglect to carry out the orders of tne state 
they are guilty of misdemeanor and are punished by 
the state. 
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An office of importance and confidence is 
that of town clerk. He is the secretary to the town 
meeting and the selectmen and has general cnarge of 
the town archives. He records all votes of the town 
meetings, anci counts and records the votes for county 
officers from his town. He issues marriage 1 ic ense s, 
posts marriage intentions, and grants certificates. 
He registers births, marriages, and deaths. In Conn-
ecticut and Rhode Island, he is the recorder of deeds, 
mortgages, and other conveyances affecting the title 
to land. In Maine he recorns bills of sale and mort-
gages on personal property. He is ele cted for one 
year but he is likely to be reMlected constantly. The 
advantages of long tenure are a ppreciated and the office 
often becomes non-political. 
The town treasurer has charge of all town money. 
He receives all taxes and other funds belonging to the 
town, including debts, rents, and other dues. He may 
sue for a.nd recover these by 1 aw. He pays all expenses 
of the town on orders signed by the selectmen. He for-
we.rd.s state and county taxes to the proper authorities. 
He is required to keep accounts and to make an annual 
re}:,ort to t he toVIn meeting. He often has charge of 
the town weights and measures, and must have them com-
pared and proved and must obtain the proper seals. 
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The office of (}Onst ab le was a direct 
inheritance from England. The firEt constables 
i n New England, like their En glish prototype, had 
some military aspects. They viewed the ar ms a.nd 
military equipment of the town, and had charge of 
the monthly militaxy training. Their later duties 
were more of a civil nature. It is the duty of the 
constables to preserve the peace and to apprehend those 
who disturb it. They act as agents of the town meet i ng 
in exe cut ing writs and warrant s of t he selectmen f or 
calling town meetings or for other purposes. They 
call inquests at the order of the coroner and often 
act as collect ors of taxes. 
The duties of the early overseers of the poor 
followed closely those of the English overseers. They 
were to set idlers to work and bind out as apprentices 
children whose parents were unable to support them. 
They might remove impotent persons to t heir p laces of 
lawful settlement. Their primar ;\7 dut;y and one which 
has remained was to provide comfort and relief for the 
poor. They also supervise the management of the town 
almshouse or workhouse. In recent years t here has been 
a tendency to centralize poor relief under state or 
county authority, or sometimes under a union of towns. 
The larger towns e l ect as s essors and colle ctors 
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of taxes. The assessors value real estate and per-
sonal property and upon the valuation assess the taxes 
levied by the town meeting. The collectors of taxes 
collect all rates and taxes of the town according to a 
warrant from the selectmen or the assessors. 
The early towns had many interesting minor 
officers. Hog-reeves were to prevent hogs running at 
large. Field. drivers or impounders imprisoned all 
stray animals in the town pound provided for the pur -
pose. Fence viewers inspected fences to see that they 
were in good repair. The town crier announced news 
through the streets. There were viewers of fish, cord-
wood, and other community products, whose duty it was to 
see that fair measure was gi.ven. An officer was often 
appointed by the town to rebuke boys Viho misbehaved in 
church. Changing conditions have made these officers 
unnecessa.ry while they have caused new ones to come 
into being. 
Towns ordinarily have surveyors of highways to 
see to the repair of roads and bridges. A school com-
mittee is appointed to control t he schools,--to estab-
lish them, appoint teachers, regulate courses of in-
struction, and inspect the schools. Watchmen and fire 
wards or brigades protect the town. Modern towns appoint 
commissioners or b oards to regulate the more modern 
functions of the towns, as parks, libraries, and 
matters of health. 
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The tenure of practically all of these town 
offices is one year. After the elections the town 
clerk makes a list of the persons and the offices to 
which they have been elected and delivers it to the 
constable with his warrant requirir,g the officers to 
appear before him within seven days to take the . oath of 
office. Any person, so summone d, and not exem~tea. b y 
law from holding office, by reason of debility or some 
other cause, must take the oath of office and the duties 
it entails, or pay a fine of five dollars, for the use 
of the town. No one, however, is obliged to serve i n 
the same office f or two years in succession. 
In New Eng l and. the tov>n s s till remain the 
principal units for local government. Their import ance 
is due to the exercise of functions which are elsewhere 
performed by county officers, with an increase of interest 
because of the purely democratic form of government. 
Besides being units for loca l affairs the towns are 
servants of the state and units of representation for 
the state legislatures and national government and for 
state taxation. The state legislatures impose many 
duties on the towns to be performed by the town officers. 
They must assess and collect taxes, keep records of 
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vital statistics for the state, arrange for elections 
and apply election laws, and carry out health, police, 
or other regulations, and any provisions for uniform 
systems in schools, poor relief, or other matters upon 
which the state requires the towns to act. If any of 
these duties are neglected the state may issue writs to 
compel obedience, impose fines upon the town, and fine 
or even remove a town officer. 
The powers and influence of the towns reach 
their maximum in Connecticut and Rhode Islar..d. This 
fact is partly due to the system of representation in 
the state legislature,--&. system which gives the rural 
towns excessive influence, enabling them to secure a 
free hand in managing their own affairs; and partly to 
t he historic independence of the older towns, which 
might be considered to have been in existence before the 
state legislature, since the towns of both states were 
outgrowths of Massachusetts towns and were well esta.b-
lis hed before separate state legislatures were formed. 
In Connecticut "it is t he belief and practice of the 
towns that they may exercise any authority not expressly 
delegated to some other part of the body politic." 1 
Also "there1 is a tendency to regard t he provisions of 
1 
Fairlie: "Local Govt.," p. 141. 
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statutes that are permissive in form as not really 
conferring powers upon the towns--of these they are 
already possessed--but as calling attention to things 
desir able and as prescribing a uniformit;y of procedure 
that is of advantage ." In Rhode Isl and. the towns con-
tinue to exercise peculiar local privileges existing 
as unwritten law. The town of Bristo l re centls had a 
controversy over the right of the state to regulate the 
rtmning of automobiles on the ground that the tenure 
of highways differed from that in other places. An 
attempt was made, also, to secure 1e gal recognition for 
the autonomy of Rhode Island towns on t he basis of their 
historic position. The Supreme Court of the state up-
held state authority in this matter. Although some may 
deny it, the towns have really no constitutional basis 
for their autonomous position and in law are dependent 
upon the state legislatures. As has already been stated 
the General Court or state legislature had the sole 
power to grant land.s for settlement. It also author -
ized the election of selectmen and other means of order-
ing lo cal affairs. Although the towns may assume 
other powers, the only ones which l egally pertain to 
them are those expressly conferred ·by statute of the 
General Court. 
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Having thus briefly sketched the condi ti ons 
in the New England town, we may turn to a consideration 
of the En e-1 ish local government from whi ch it may 
have been derived. The chief unit of local government 
in England was the shire or county. When,. in the ninth 
century, the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had been united into 
the kingdom of Eng land, t he country had been di vided 
for purposes of local government into district s known 
as · shires. The s h i r es wer e div i ded i nto s maller dis -
tricts called hundreds, and the hundreds, in turn, i nto 
townships. In general, the boundar i es of the shire 
corresponded to those of the older kingdoms. The 
affairs of the shire were managed by a semi-annual court, 
consisting of representatives from the towns hips , and 
of individual landholders. The main function of this 
court was the administrat ion of justice. In venl early 
days the control was vested in three officials: the 
ealdorman or earl, the shire- reeve or sher i ff, and the 
bishop. Both earl and bishop passed from active control, 
the former after the Norman Conquest and the latter after 
the Refor mation. The chief place in the shire was then 
occupied by the sheriff. He was the police magistrate 
and the king's representative in military affairs. His 
influence was greatly lessened, however, by a too 
arbitrary exercise of his power and by the appointment 
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of justiaes of the peace. Smaller than the shire was 
the hundred, a district composed of several townships. 
A monthly court of the landlords and representatives 
of t he towns in the hundred was held, like the shire 
court, for judicial purposes. 
The smallest adm inistrative unit was the town 
or township, which with such exceptions as are found in 
:1 
Cambridgeshire, corresponded to the manor. The manor 
has been called a feudalized town. 1 Its organ of local 
government was the manor court. This court conducted 
business which was fundamentally economic, but in 
addition it took over the jurisdiction of the old town 
in such matters as police protection, building and 
mending of roads, and the like. Beginning with the 
fourteenth century we see the disappearance of feudal-
ism and serfdom. By the sixteenth century that dis-
appearance was complete. The manor court, of course, 
went out of existence along with the rest of the feuda 1 
system. Abo ut the same time the pressure of the state 
became greater. Control had hitherto been exercised 
through the manor court. That co urt was no~ gone and 
had 
the stateA a greater need than ever for some agency 
through which it could control the old business of the 
manor court and, in addition, the upkeep of the church 
1 Allen: "Essays," p. 275. 
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and the great problem of poor relief. As a remedy 
for that situation, the state seized upon the parish 
as its agency. 
To the common or to the educated Englishman 
about 1600, the word "parish" meant "town,'' for the 
two words were used synonymously. "Parish" conveyed 
to the mind of the parish officer the same thing as 
did "town," that is, a territorial divis ion. Sir 
Edward Coke in descr i'b ing "hue and cry" always uses 
the word "town," while Sir Thomas Smith uses "parish" 
for a d.escription of the same custom. 1 "Town" and 
"par ish" were used interchangeably, and it was natural 
that it was so. As a rule the inhabitants of one town 
went to one church and were consequently parishioners. 
The boundaries of town and parish were usuall y the same 
so that the townsmen and the parishioners were the same 
men. 
From the ecclesiastical standpoint the parish 
was the sphere of reciprocal du ties between and clergy-
man and the inhabitants of the distrait. Division into 
parishes was not officially determined by statute, 
royal decree, or authoritative commission, but the 
sixteenth century parliaments, in irrposing civil func-
tions upon the parish tacitly accepted the existing 
boundaries. 
1 
Channing: "Town and County Govt.," p. 10. 
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English parishes were of every conceivable 
size, shape, and population, varying from tiny country 
hamlets to populous urban communities. Each parish had 
one church which was cared for at the expense of the 
parishioners and which all had to attend under pain of 
fine or other penalty. 
By common law and loca.l custom the inhabitants 
had the right to be summoned at Easter time to ~he 
church at the ringing of the church bell for a meet i ng 
known as the vestry meeting. Due n otice of the meeting 
had to be given by an .oral notice at church service, by 
proclamation in the market place, by a notice posted on 
the church door, and, in some places, by a copy of the 
notice left at each hous e by the beadle. The exact form 
of notification was regulated by local custom. The 
notice had to state the place, day, hour, and matters 
to be discussed at the meeting. Matters generally under-
taken were the making of parish by-laws, the e.lrotion of 
a church-warden, the consideration of the church-
warden's accounts, a decision on the church rate to 
defray the expenses and maintain the church, and any 
other matters of parish concern. The inhabitants had 
the right to attend these meetings, but just who the 
inhabitants were was never determined by law and 
j 
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differed according to local custom. The term might 
refer to those who resided in the parish, to those who 
owned or rented lands or houses there, to the heads of' 
households, to the adult men, or to those who benefited 
by the business transacted there. Similarly rights and 
obligations varied. The duty of caring for the poor 
applied only to those who had a legal settlement in the 
parish, which, in turn, depended not on residence but 
on parentage, marriage, place of birth, apprenticeship, 
or other considerations. The obligation of mending the 
roa,ds, however, depended merely on residence or occupa-
tion of a tenement; while the right, or perhaps better, 
the duty of serving as a parish officer rested on 
varying combinations of residence and occupation. The 
right to be present at a vestry meeting likewise varied, 
and never r(3ceived s·tatuator;y or judicial decision to 
confirm any local custom. In the majority of parishes, 
however, it was probably attended only by the parish 
offi cers and the more substantia l members of the community.l 
The existing records do not suggest an a cti ve as sembly. 
'l'he name "vestry" carne from the small room in the church 
where the mee tings wer e held,--a fact which seems to 
indicate that not a large n umber were present. The 
1 Fairlie: "Local Govt.", p.20. 
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meeting was summoned by the churchwardens. In many 
places it waB the custom for the senior churchwarden 
to preside. The minutes were kept by the vestry 
clerk or sometimes by the churchwarden, and were signed 
by the minister, the churchwardens, and any pa rishioners 
· who cared to do so. The ~arson, however, had no greater 
share in the meetfng than his persona l int·luence gave 
him. Even this ty-pe of vestry meeting, which was known 
as the open vestry, was not, as has been pointed out, 
open to all inhabitants. There gradually grew up a 
still more exclusive meeting,- the close vestry. It 
was customary in the open vestry to appoint a select 
committee to advise the parish officers. This committee, 
numbering rrom one to two dozen, was composed of men 
of consequence and experience, generally those who had 
held the important offices of chur cnwar d. en or constable .1 
They came to fill vacancies in their own membership, and 
so developed into a close corporation, exercisine all the 
functions of the parish, although they were but a frag-
ment of it. They relied for their authority on long-
standing local custom. 
It has been said that the parishioners had to 
main tain the church and d.efray its expenses. The most 
usual source of income was from the church rate or 
assessment on individuals. There were also many other 
1 Webb: "English Local Govt.", p. 177. 
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means for raising money. Th~re were often endowme nts 
in lands, houses, funds, or even live stock. A common 
feature were the church ales or gatherings for feasting 
and Qrinking, the money paid going to the parish. 
Similarly plays, games, and dances, miracle plays and 
pageants were held for the benefit of the church. There 
were various collections, as quarterage, a quarterly 
collection, and communion dues at the time of communion. 
There were also small charges for pews and seats in the 
church, wedding, christening, and mortuary fees, and 
fines for delinquencies. 
The chief officers of the parish were the 
Churchwardens, the Constable, the Surveyor of Highways, 
and the Overseers of the Poor. AJ 1 of t he·se officers 
were unpaid with the excep~ion of the Constable who 
received certain fees. Service in office was compul-
sory upon all who belonged to the parish, with the ex-
ception of peers, clergymen, members of parliament, 
attorneys, practicing barristers, revenue officers, 
justices of the peace, and certain military men. The 
holder of office was personally responsible to law for 
the execution of his duties and was given the authority 
necessary for that purpose. . The common term of office 
was one year, but the holder of the office had to remain 
until his successor was instelled. Since it was to his 
benefit to be relieved promptly of his office, the holder 
of office often nominated his successor in order that he 
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might not serve overtime. The custom grew up that each 
office should be served in rotation by the parishioners 
qualified by traditional requirements. These qualifica-
tions wer'·e often connected. with tenure of land. Those 
occupying certain farms were 1 is ted and made to serve in 
turn. The holding of a parish office was not a privi-
lege but rather a burden. The disin clination to serve, 
however, differed with the office. That of churchwarden 
was one of dignity and imports.nce and not particularly 
onerous, so that there was little objection to it. The 
offices of Surveyor of Highways and Overseer of the :Poor 
involved a good deal of work and responsibility as well 
as unpleasant re~ations with fellow-parishioners, and 
consequently were avoided. The one most disliked was 
that of constable. It was abandoned to the poorer par-
ishioners and those of lower social rank, su ch as, small 
ret a ilers, artisans, or l aborers; or it was filled by a 
substitute. All of these off ices could be filled by 
deputy or be avoided entirely by the payment of a fine 
to parish funds. 
The functions of the parish were discharged by 
the parish officers. The office which came into greatest 
prominen ce toward the close of the sixteenth century 
was that of churchwarden. There were generally two 
churchwardens, elected at Easter time by the parishioners 
in open vestry. The parson had some influence over the 
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choice and often by custom had the right to choose one 
outright. Occasionally parish custom sanctioned other 
methods of choice, as rotation of service among certain 
parishioners, seclection by the close vestry, nomination 
by the retiring officer, and appointment by the ground · 
landlord, the municipal corporation, or even the lord of 
1 the manor. He was sometimes chosen for the parish as 
a whole and sometimes for the townships in the parish. 
After his election he had to be sworn in by the Arch-
deacon at his annual visitation. 'l.'he Archdeacon, however, 
could not refuse to swear in a duly-elected churchwarden, 
even if he considered him unfit. The judges held that 
he wa~::> a temporal officer and that his selection lay 
entirely with the parishioners. 2 · Toulmin Smith, in 
his book, "The Parish," supports this opinion, --that the 
churchwardens were not ecclesiastical but temporal 
officers, the lay guardians of the rights and property 
of the parish in the church, that they were chosen and 
could be removed by the parish at will. Others con-
tend that at least to the end of Elizabeth's reign 
the churchwarden was a spiritual officer and that his 
civil duties were added. His oath before the Arch-
deacon bound him to observe the monarch's and the 
Bishop's injunctions, and to cause others to do so; 
to present violators of these injunc·tions to the sworn 
1 Webb: "English Local Govt.", p. 22. 
2 Webb: "English Local Govt.", p. 23. 
46. 
men or sidemen; to yield a faithful account of all 
funds passing through his hands; to take charge 
of the repair of the church, provision of surplices, 
books, furniture, and all things necessary for the 
service and care of church property. The following 
oath of the diocese of Durham is fairly typical of 
that in most dioceses. 1 
"You that be chosen to be Churchwardens of 
· this churche or chappelle for this next yere doe 
swere by God and the holly Gospell before yow laide, 
that yow shall execute the said office effectuallie 
and diligently, to the advancement of Godde's gloria 
and the commoditie of this churche and parishe. The 
Quane's Injunctions and the Ordiniare's monicions ye 
shall observe, and in so far as in yow liethe cause 
others to observe; and the violators of the same yow 
shall duly and without all parcialitie present and 
detecte (to) the Quane's Highnes Commissioners for 
vauses Ecclesiasticall within the Dioces, or to the 
iurates (jurat as) and sworne men, or to the Chaunce lor. 
And yow shall yeilde and give up al the yare's ende a 
faithfull and true accompte of all somes by yow received 
and laide out for the use of this churche, and all such 
somes of money, Church implementes, furnitures and 
1 Trotter: "The Seventeenth Century Parish," p. 20. 
bookes as then shall remayne and delyver to your 
successors. So God yow helpe by Jesu Christ." 
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Whether originally a temporal or a spiritual 
officer in the latter part of the sixteenth and the 
early seventeenth centuries the churchwarden seems to 
have had both temporal and spiritual functions between 
which no clear line of division can be drawn. The 
churchwardens were to a great extent under the control 
of the ecclesiastical courts, but because they were 
custodians of parish property they were considered by 
the judges to be temporal officers. They were sworn 
into office by the Archdeacon, but their election could 
not be controlled nor their office denied by him, and 
their official duties could be performed before they 
were sworn. 
The churchwardens were directly responsible to 
the Canons of the church and to the ecclesiastical 
courts for the maintenance and repair of the church 
fabric, the provision of materials and utensi'lsfor the 
church service, and, in conjunction with the p_arson, 
for the distribution of seats to the parishioners, the 
keeping up of church ways, and the administration of 
the churchyard. They were bound by oath to inquire 
into at all times and report annually to the ordinary 
at the time of his visitation concerning the performance 
of duty by parson and curates, the observing of the 
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rites of service, the state of the church furniture, 
parsonage, and churchyard, and the moral and religious 
state of the parishioners. It was the duty of the 
churchwardens to see that the parishioners attended 
church, sat in their proper plaaes, conducted themselves 
properly, and remained until the end of the service. 
The churchwardens had to keep a list of all 
offenders a gainst the canons, royal decrees, bishop ' s 
monitions, and of all cases coming under the juris-
diction of the church courts for presentation at the 
semi-annual court. Those who stayed away from church 
without sufficient excuse, those who misconducted them-
selves du r ing service, schoolmasters who taught without 
a license, parishioners who refused to pay the church 
rate,--all these were subject to the scrutiny o£ the 
churchwarden and through his reports were summoned before 
the ecclesiastical courts. 
The churchwardens, in conjunction with the 
parson and substantial men of the parish had to keep 
the annual perambulation or survey of par ish boundaries. 
One of their chief duties was the administration 
of parish finances. As trustees of the parish the 
churchwardens col~- cted all moneys and paid all expenses 
connected with church and parishioners. The main 
expenses were in connection with the fees for visita-
tions, the maintenance and repair of the chur·ch, the 
church services, and the wages of the parish clerk and 
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sexton. The money to meet these expen~es was raised 
in the ways already discussed. If a church rate was 
necessary, the churchwardens had to recognize that 
necessity and present their accounts and proposal for 
the rate to the vestry. Upon retiring from offic e the 
churchwardens were required to present to the parish-
ioners a full account of the financial transactions 
which occurred during their term of office. This 
account was audited by the vestry. 
Besides being the chief administrative officers 
of the parish, the churchwardens, because they were 
elected by the people, were regarded as the pupular 
representatives of the parish. The Tudor legislators 
found these officers well suited to their purpose of 
making the parish respons i ble to the state for conform-
ity in religion, order, and poor relief. Thus it was 
that many functions were imposed upon the churchwardens. 
By the poor laws of 1598- 1601, the churchwardens wer e 
made ex officio overseers of the poor. They were asso-
ciated 'wi th the surveyor in the repairing of highways 
and bridges. These two phases of their duty will be 
discussed f urther in connection with those offices. The 
churchwardens we re also associated with the constable 
in the enforcement of numerous statutes with regard to 
ale-houses, vagrancy, keeping the Sabbath day. Anyone 
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convicted of drunkenness had to pay a fine of five 
shillings to the churchwarden, while the keeper of an 
ale-house incurred a heavy penalty if he sold without 
a license, charged more than the fixed rate, or in 
other ways violated the statutes. The fines for such 
offenses were devoted to the use of the poor. 
As an offshoot of their duties in connection 
with the relief of the poor, the churchwardens had to 
collect these fines a.nd turn over the money for the 
relief of poor prisoners, maimed soldiers, or the county 
hospitals and almshouses. Other duties of the church-
ward.ens as representatives of the parish were the repair 
of the schoolhouse, the supervision of hawkers and 
ped lars, the extinction of pests, the pro vi sion of 
equipment and payment of soldiers who served for the 
parish. 
Down to the latter part of the sixteenth 
century when he was displaced by the churchwardens, 
t he constable was the most important officer of the 
township. He had originally been an officer of the 
manor and was appointed by the Court Leet. When that 
court ceased, he was by statute appointed by the Justices 
of the Peace. Since at that time the Justices were 
accustomed to the parish as a unit of administration, 
they appointed the constable for the parish . In some 
places the parishioners themselves were allowed to elect 
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them or at least to suggest names to the Justices, 
although they never had any legal right to interfere 
in the selection. 
The constable was largely the agent of the 
Justices of ~he Ee~ce. He had to attend them in petty 
and quarter sessions, obey their orders, and execute 
their warrants and judicial sentences. His main work 
was that of conserving the peace. He had not only to 
apprehend an d arrest offenders and keep them in cu stody 
until the day of their trial, but to prevent t he c om-
mission of offenses. If a quarrel or affray broke out 
in his presence, he must not let it go too f ar, but 
must warn the participants to keep the King's peace, 1 
or he might even imprison them for a short time in the 
; 
stocks. He must see that the statutes passed to secure 
good order should not be violated, as, for example, that 
there must be no cursing and swearing , no unlawful games, 
no profaning of the Sabbath day; but that every man 
must provide himself with arms, t ha t parents must bind 
their children apprentice, that rogues and vagabonds 
must be sent to t heir n ative places, and that trade 
regulations must be enf orced at market. The constable , 
in short, had to app rehend and present for t r i a l all 
pe r s ons who bro ke any laws, and often, when judgment had 
1 Trotter, p. 90. 
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been delivered, to inflict the punishment or levy the 
fine. It was the duty o£ the constable to appoint a 
watch in order to avoid breaches of the peace and to 
prevent suspicious persons or those infected with 
plague from entering the township. 
Besides preserving the peace in his own town-
ship, the cons tab 1 e had to make sure that no of:ten d. er 
escaped. If a felon, or one suspected of felony, 
entered or left the township, the constable was to raise 
t he alarm wi-ch "hue and cry." All inhabitants had then 
to turn out in pursuit of tne criminal , with shouting, 
blowing of horns, and ·great uproar so that the noise 
would "travel to the next township and r ouse its con-
stable and people to engage in the pursuit. Thus the 
fugitive would be followed from town to town unt il 
apprehended. If he escaped the township or group o:t 
townships was pecuniarily responsible :for "the resti-
tution of the val ue of the goods, i:f there had been a 
robbery, or f or the payment of a fine to cover the loss. 
Constables also had general supervision over 
beggars, t he lodging of impotent poor, the apprenticing 
of children, and the civil economy o:f the town. Even 
after the Elizabethan s-catutes mad e the churchward ens 
and the overseers of the poor the authorities for the 
poor law, parliament still continued to make the constable 
first in the administration o:t vagrant act s , supervision 
of ale-houses, and the like. 
---
"' -~ 
5 r;_ ..... . 
A duty which rested on each parish and in 
whi ch the state re quired each parishioner to share 
was the maintenance and repair of roads and bridges. 
Every year at Easter the churchwardens and constables 
summoned a meet i ng of parishioners to elect "two 
honest persons of the Parish to be Surveyors and 
Orderers for one year of the works for the amendment 
of the Highways in their parish." 1 The officers had 
also to appoint certain days, generally six in number 
which all the parishioners were to set aside for road-
making. Due notice of the dates was to be given in 
order that each parishioner might send a workman , or 
appear himself with horEes, oxen, carts, trowels , spades, 
picks, et cetera, the amount of equipment depending on 
his wealth and position. The surveyor of highways con-
trolled and directed the work , levied penalties on 
defaulters, and collected commutation money from those 
who wished to avoid personal service. The surveyors 
also had charge of bridge mending,--a considerable task, 
since bridges were built of wood and were constantly in 
need •J:f repair. The surveyors were responsible to the 
local justices for the performance of their duty and 
were liable to be presented at quarter sessions if they 
neglected their duty or failed to present a parishioner 
for neglect. 
The overseer of the poor was an officer, if not 
1 
Trotter, p. 120. 
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created, at least brought into prominence by the 
poor relief legislation of the Tudor parliaments. 
As early as the fourteenth century, there had been 
collectors of parish alms. Tudor statutes authorized 
these collectors to receive and distribute parish 
alms weekly to poor and impotent people and to keep 
a register of all such money . In 1572 , the J ustices 
of the Peace were ordered to see that collectors were 
appointed for a whole year and in addition to appoint 
overseers of the poor . In the act of 1598, the offices 
of collector and overseer were combined with the duty 
of administering the act in the area of the parish. 
The churchwardens were ex of ficio overseers. The 
remaining over seers were 'three or four substantial men 
nominated at 't he vestry meeting and appointed "under 
t he hand and seal" of the Justices of the Peace. The 
duties of the ov erseers were extensive but they may 
be summarized as follows: 1( 1 ) to give weekly relief, 
usually in money, to the poor and impotent; 12) to 
keep a stock of raw material to provide wo rk for those 
who could not obtain it and to set to work all peopl~ 
who had no daily 'trade; (3) to build houses on com-
mon land for the destitute; (4 ) to educate and bind 
as apprentices the children of the poor; (5 ) to admin-
ister money or lands left for the use of the poor . 
In order to meet the expenses necessary to fulfill 
1 Trotter, p. 54. 
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their duties, the overseers looked to income from 
lands or money left by charitable people for the use 
of the poor, to fines for breaking of certain laws, 
and to the poor rate, which with the consent of two 
justices, the overseers could levy on the inhabitants 
of the parish. 
Besides the groups of officers which have been 
already di.scussed, each parish had many minor officers. 
The parish clerk, appointed by the vestry with the 
concurrence of the parson, held a position between that 
of a cur ate and church menial. He rang the bell for 
services, made the preparations necessary for conducting 
them, and led the responses in public prayer. In many 
parishes the vestry had a clerk t o keep records of its 
meetings, but if such an officer did not exist, the 
parish clerk performed his services. The sexton was 
responsible for cleaning the church, lighting the fires , 
opening pews, digging graves, and the general care of 
the building. For thes e services he was entitled to 
collect fees. The beadle was t he messenger who sum-
moned the people to parish meeting . He was often the 
town crier as well. He assisted the constable and 
sometimes held the offices of common driver and hay-
ward, the duti e s oi which were respectively, to 
impound stray CA.tt le and to inspect hedges and fences. 
Many parishe s . had other officers, as Bellman or Town 
Crier; neatherd, to prevent cattle from straying; 
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hogringer, to see that all swine had rings in their 
noses to prevent them from rooting up the ground; and 
other officers to take charge of other necessary 
matters of parish life. 
The parish was the smallest of the ecclesias-
tica l divisions. For local ecclesiastical adminis-
tration England was divided into archdeaconries, each 
consisting of a varying number of parishes. Archdeacons 
controlled these districts by means of annual visita-
tions and semi-annual courts. The bishop also held 
court once in three years. As has been stated, the 
churchwardens were obliged t o attend these courts and 
to present there a Iormal li s t of ofienders and offenses 
occurring in the parish since the last co urt. The 
ecclesiastical courts controlled many matters which 
are today purely civil. Such were all matters connected 
with marriage or divorce, proof of wills, l etters of 
administration and guardianship, and administration of 
pers onal estates. The courts re quired t he parishioners 
to attend church in their own and no other par ish, to 
marry in their own church, to receiv e communion, to 
contribute t o parish expenses through the church and 
poor rates. The courts were both administrative and 
judicial. They could impo se and collect fines for 
failur e in any duty. Parishioners were fined indivi-
dually for a personal offense or collectively for 
neglect of s ome parish duty. Occasionally a whole 
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parish was excommunicated or a church indicted. 
The parish church as part of its duty was 
entrusted with education. The primary purpose was for 
the church to control the convictions of the people and 
to form public opinion. For these reasons only li-
censed preachers had the privilege of delivering sermons. 
Schoolma s ters, likewise, had to be licensed and to use 
prescribed books in their teaching. 
The church courts, then, exercised strict 
control over all ecclesiastical functions of the parish. 
But all funct ions of the parish were not strictly ec-
clesiastic. The church was not only a place of wo r ship 
but t he center for the transaction of all parish 
business. There the minister had to read the Queen's 
injunctions, to warn of a parish meeting, of the choice 
of collectors for the poor, of the parish perambulation , 
of the necessity for appearance for repair of highways, 
and to proclaim stray beasts before they might be 
seized and impounded. There the overseers received and 
lent out the parish stock, the parish school was held, 
the parish armor and powder kept. 
The parish, moreover, had strictly civil func-
tions. In the sixteenth century when the dissolution 
of the monasteries had cut off the customary church 
funds from the poor, when there was a general rise in 
prices and at the same time more severe treatment of 
beggars, the distress of the poor made some new 
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system necessary for their relief. The care of the 
poor had always been an ecclesiastica l af fair admi n-
istered thr ough parish or monastery. The sixteenth 
century parliaments took advantage of this fact and of 
the organization of the parish as a suit able unit for 
loc al administration, to place upon the parish the 
burden of poor relief. The statutes at _first were not 
compulsory but by the close of the century they became 
so. Overseers of the poor were appointed with specific 
duties in t he administration of the poor law. This step 
was one of a long series in which the parish was made 
the basis for distinctly civil administration. The 
appointment of a surveyor of highways and the assess-
ment of a highway rate put the old duty of road-mending 
on a new basis. One matter after another became par-
ochial:- - ro ads; bridges; drainage; protection of person, 
property, and rights; prosecution of wrongdoers; 
parish records. As necessity for control arose the 
parish was looked to as the organ for that contra 1. 
The whole parish system is under the strict 
control of the king through his agents, the Justices of 
the Peace. Ev er y parish, its inhabitants and its 
officers, was under the active supervision of some 
Justice, who, in turn, was appointed and supervised by 
t he crown and subject to dismissal at its pleasure. 
The parishwas not a unit of autonomous local self-
government but a unit of taxat ion and of obligations 
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often most onerous a d burdensome. 
* * * * 
Having now s rveyed the local government of 
both Old and New Eng and, it only remains to be 
ascertained in hov.; m ch the latter drew from the 
former. It is a gen rally accepted fact that the 
upon English institutions. It v1as natural that men 
accustomed to Englis , po litical and judicial methods 
in the town council, county court, and parish meeting, 
and imbued with English ideas and energies should trans-
plant those d establish those ideas in their 
new ho mes. That the nglish system di d not appear in 
ditions existing here . The Engli sh centr a l government 
could not exercise di ect control over min or officials 
at such a dist an ce, a d t he indirect control of the 
governors was very ffective. Consequently local 
ofiicials had more edom and could assume greater 
powers than in Engl an . Some part s of the Engl ish 
s;ystem were i napp lica le or unnecessary. Matters which 
were o:f great importe.f ce in England, - -poor renef , for 
ex ample, - -were of muci less importance here, whi l e 
others, as education, were of greater importance. 
The class of rural ge "try, fr om which the English 
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officers were large 1 I drawn, . did not 
England, and consequently a new type 
1 
appeared. 
exist in New 
of official 
The colonies made English common law the basis 
of all judicia l and dminstrative acts. The colonial 
courts applied the c mmon law and statutes of Engl and 
as they stood at the time of the settleme nt of the col-
ony. In framing laws they used as much of the co mm on 
law as was app licable to their condition and interests: 
if it protected them from unwelcome aggression of king 
or royal governor, it was cons i dered their birthright; 
if it interfered wit their development, it was disre-
gar de d. 
The Massachusetts Body of Liberties, adopted 
in 1641 by the General Court with t he approval o :1:' the 
towns, defines the 1 and the rights of freemen. 
It shows many points similarity with Magna Charta 
and the English comma law. 
Clauses from2 
Magna Charta Body of Liberties 
No man shall be co damned No man 1 s life shall be 
but by lawful tryall. Jus- taiten, honor strained , per-
t ice sha ll not be sould, son arrested or puni shed , 
deferred, nor denyed t o any wi f e, children or property 
man. taken or damaged unless by 
law of the countrJr. Every 
1 Hart: ".Actual Govt.", p. 4 'A '-'• 
2 Am. Hist . Le af l ets , No. 25 , 1896. 
All cities and t ow s 
shall have their liberties 
and free customs. 
There shall be one 
measure throughout th 
kingdom~ 
There shall be no 
erciament without cau e 
and according to the ize 
of the offense, sav in to 
the freeman his freeh ld, I . 
and to the mer chant hi s 
merchandise. 
61. 
person, inhabitant, or 
foreigner shall enjoy the 
same justice. 
~he freemen may dispose 
of town lands, make laws for 
the town, and elect constables 
and other officers. 
There shall be one measure 
according to the king's stan-
dard. 
The plaintiff shal l be 
fined in unjust suites. No 
man's goods shall be taken 
but by course of justi ce . 
Clauses from 
Common Law 
The supreme authority 
is in parliament . 
The people are present 
by deputies and nothing 
can pa$S without their 
allowance. 
The acts of the court 
bind all,-the free and unfree. 
Body of Liberties 
The supreme authority 
is in the General Court. 
The s ame . 
The same. 
Civil and criminal 
cases are determined by 
judge and "jury or by 
judge alone. 
The same. 
Many more illustrations of similarity might 
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be given but these few will indicate with what care the 
colonists guarded their rights as Englishmen. 
The similarity between the New England town and 
the English township is an important consideration. At 
the time of colonization, the manor was fast declining, 
yet it may have influenced. the settlers to some extent. 
A New England town has been described as a manor without 
a lord. 1 While perhaps the resemblance is not so close 
as that statement would indicate, a trace of it may be 
found in the political, economic, and religious unity of 
t he early town. The town meeting, also, resembled the 
assembly of freeholders and tenants in the manorial court 
v>ithout the presence of the lord's steward. 
The type of English local government which t he 
· Nevi Engl anc1 town most resembled was the sixteenth or 
early seventeenth century parish. At the ~ime of the 
colonization, the parish was the leading local unit. The 
earliest New England settlements, moreover, were founded 
by church congregations and their pastors. These factors 
1 Fairlie: "Local Govt.", p. 10. 
6 ~ ...... 
made the parish the most natural model for the 
settlers. The Puritans belonged to the Calvinistic 
church, which had. no hierarchy like that of t he 
English church, and gave greater independence in wor-
ship and direction to the individual congregations. 
The English parish was not reproduced exactly but was 
the basis from which the settlers organized a new 
government of their own. 
The New England tovm was a reorganization of 
that t~pe of English parish which had a general parish 
1 
meeting of rate-payers. That parish meeting or vestry 
meeting was the prototype of the New England town meet-
ing. Those who had the right to attend were the inhabi-
tants of the district,- -parish or town. The privilege 
of being an accepted inhabitant was restricted in both, 
though it was broader in New England. Both parish and 
town took measures , as we have seen,for keeping out 
undesirables. No one not recognized as belonging in 
the town or parish was permitted to remain there unless 
some provision had been made to secure the inhabitants 
against any harm occasioned by his presence. Much the 
same methods were used for summoning the meetings,--the 
ringing of the church bell , beating of drums, or b low-
ing of trumpets. The same specifications were requir ed 
for the warning of the meetings. The notice must state 
l Har t : "Act u a 1 Go v t • " , p • 16 8. 
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the day, the time, the place, and the business of the 
meeting. Both were held Ior the welfare of the group 
and exercised many of the same functions. They elected 
officers, audited their accounts, voted taxes or rates, 
and. made all sorts of by-laws for the district. The 
town meeting differed. most from the vestry meeting in 
a greater degree of ~emocracy and of independence. 
In considering the officers of the town and the 
parish, we may find. many similarities. The custom of 
choosing selectmen seems to have been suggested by the 
select committee of advisors which developed into the 
close vestry. While in office the selectmen possessed 
very nearly the same power as the select vestry, but they 
were never allowed to become a permanent, close corpora-
tiCm. As the chi.ef officers, the selectmen also resembled 
the churchwardens. Both exercised general control in 
the township. Both churchwardens and selectmen had 
charge of the finances of the district. It was their 
duty to prepare the rate and submit it to the meeting for 
approval; to provide for its collection; to direct the 
payment of expenses; and to keep a strict account of 
all financial business and to submit it to the meeting to 
be audited. Both selectmen and churchwardens had charge 
of summoning the meetings and of preparing the business 
to be transacted. Both conducted the perambulation of 
boundaries. The early selectmen acted as assessors and 
as overseers of the poor, as did the churchwardens. 
G5. 
The New England constable, as has already been 
stated, inherited his duties directly from his English 
prototype. It was the duty of both to preserve the 
peace. Constables both in England and in America were 
to apprehend al l those who violated the laws, whether i n 
greater or less degree. Their duty in t his respe ct 
covered al l offenses from murder and robbery to l ying , 
swearing, or breaking of the Sabbath Day . Since t hey 
were to keep the peace t he constables had, as f ar as 
t hey were able , to prevent the commission of crime . 
Whether in town or parish, constables had charge of 
vagran-r; s . The i ns titution of "hue and cr y" was r epro-
duced in Amer ica. The constable was to s e t up the "hue 
and cry" in which all the i nhabitants must aid him i n 
the capture of a criminal. Both executed warrants, but 
from different authorities: the English constable from 
the Justice of the Peace, and the New England cons table 
from the town meeting or the selectmen. Both in England 
and America the constables were of ficers of general 
assistance in executing the orders respectively of parish 
and Justices of the Peace, or of town and selectmen. In 
New England this office also included the du ties o:r the 
English beadle; for example, t he duty of warning of meetings. 
The New England tovm clerk was the counterpart 
of the English vestry clerk in that he recorded t own 
votes, the minutes of the meeting, and the orders of the 
selectmen, as t he vestr y clerk did in corresponding 
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parish affairs. The Surveyors of Highways exercised 
the same functions as the English Surveyors. They 
called out the inhabitants to repair the roads and 
bridges and supervised them in this work. The Overseers 
of the Poor also were the same. They gave relief in 
money or produce to the poor and impotent of the d i strict. 
They arranged to give work to those who could not obtain 
it. They cared for and apprenticed children whose parents 
could not afford to do so. They had full charge of all 
finances necessary for the execution of their duties. 
Many of the minor officers were the same in New England 
as in the mother country. The town criers exercised the 
function of the newspapers. The hog-reeves, cattle-
reeves, neatherds, and impounders regulated the care 
and contr o 1 of the animals in the township. The fence-
viewers saw to it that fences were built and kept in 
good condition. We may say that the tovm officers of 
New England in many ways resembled the parish officers 
of England. 
From the ecclesiastical standpoint, t he parish 
and town were much alike. In both the church and state 
were united. The civil district was the sa~me as the 
ecclesiastical d i:::trict. The inha.bi tants and t he church 
members were the same persons. Both church and civil 
government were controlled by the same persons, meeting 
in one bo dy. The meeting , whether of parish or t own, 
which regulated civil affair s also directed ecclesias tical 
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affairs. The same comparison may be made with regard 
to the support of religion. Both pariEh and town supported 
the church and everything connected with it,--the clergy-
men, the church building, the services. Religious and 
civil life were as closely connected in the New England 
town as in the English parish. 
Similarities may also be found in the conduct of 
ecclesi astical affairs. In one matter- - the choice of 
a minister- -the New England practice differed. The 
reason for this difference is apparent when we consider 
• 
t hat the Calvinistic religion of the New Eng landers 
opposed the Englis h h i erarchy and appointment from 
above and fav ored greater independence and appoin tment 
by the congregation. In both parish and town, however, 
attendanc e at the services was compulsory. In order 
more easily to see t hat this obligation was carried out, 
the churchmembers were a s signed seats, the men on one 
side, t he women on the other. The duty of seeing that 
everyone attended chur ch was given to the churchwarden 
1 in England and the titl,ling man in America. The tithin g 
man also had other du ties in regard to public morals 
which resembled those of the churchwardens: to keep 
order in the meetinghous e, to see that everyone attended 
services, t o see that t he Sabbath Day was kept holy, and 
in general to guard public morals. 
1 The term "tithing man" was used instead of church-
warden in some parts of England. 
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The men of Massachusetts had hardly settled 
before they began to establish a school system on the 
English model. It was supported by the income from 
town lands given for that purpose by private or public 
subscription or by vote of the town. The school was 
often held in the meeting house, which, as in England , 
was the center of local life. The town meetings were 
held there as the parish meetings had been held in the 
parish church. Town powder and extra military equip -
ment were stored there. On account of the dangers con-
stantly present weapons were kept near at hand instead 
of being hung on the walls of the church. 
Town and parish also show likenesses in tbeir 
relation to the central government. Both ~ere units 
for taxation and for loca l administration. The town, 
however, because of the condit~ons existing at its 
origin, was f ar more independent than the parish . 
The similarities between town ana. parish may 
be summarized by the following table: 
Powers exercised in 
Parish Meeting Town Meeting 
Power s exercised by 
Par ish ioner s and 
Churchwardens 
Inhabitants and 
Selectmen 
Money raised by 
Parish (church rate) Town 
Military Organizati on based on 
Parish Town 
Charge of poor in hands of 
Parish Town 
Duties of care of poor exer c ised by 
Overseers of Poor 
( Chur chwardesn, ex 
officio) 
Overseers of Poor 
(Selectmen) 
Funds for poor raised by 
Parish Town 
Highways bu i 1 t ancL repaired by 
Par ish Town 
Those worki ng on them 
Pax ish ione r s Inhabitants 
Under supervision of 
Surveyors Surveyors 
· :Po 1 i ce Officer 
Constable Constable 
Local funds voted by 
Parish meeting Town meeting 
Inhabitants a dm itted by 
Parish Town 
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From t he foregoir1g comparison of town and 
parish, it may be concluded that the former drew large-
ly for its or ganization fr om the latter. The tovm was 
not an exact reproduction of the parish f or the reasons 
already p ointed out. Neither may we say t hat it was 
merely a natural growth under the hands of Englishmen, 
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_but rather a combination of those two ideas. The 
settlers were Englishmen "with the instincts, tradi -
tions, ancl methods of their race." Those tre.d itions 
and methods had their practical form in the parish 
organization which thus became the basis under new 
conditions for the development of a new form--the 
New England. town. 
SUMMARY 
The New England town was settled by emigr ants 
from England who came to t his country to seek greater 
r e ligious freedom. It was i ntended by those who granted 
the charters t o the settlers that large plantations 
should be established under the contr ol of the General 
Court set up by the charters. The conditions of t he 
country, however, caused smaller settleme nts to be 
made. Some form of loca l government was necessar~r in 
t hese settlements . An extra-legal assembly of male 
inhabitants took into its hands the regu lation of local 
aff airs. Thi s method of government soon became too 
cumbrous a nd officials began t o be ele cte d to carry on 
t he work for the assembly. The fir s t of the s e were the 
selectmen, who exercised practically all of the func-
tions of the town. Others were the clerk, tre asurer, 
and. constable . As functions became d.ifferentiated, new 
officers were appointe d . The t oVin controlled br) th 
ecclesiastical and civil functions of the community. 
71. 
The chief divi~ion of English local government 
was the shire. The shire was divided into hundreds, 
and the hundre(ls into townships, which might be manors 
or parishes. The par ish was tho most usual form in the 
seventeenth century. It was controlled by a vestry 
meeting composed of parishioners,--probably the most 
influential ones. "The chief officers of the par :sh 
were the churchwardens, the constables, the surveyors 
of highways, and the overseers of the poor. As an 
ecclesiastical unit the parish was responsible to the 
ecclesiastical courts for the moral an d religious life 
of the parishioners. As a secular unit it has charge of 
the preservation of the peace, the maintenance of roads, 
t he relief of the poor, the levying of taxes, and simi-
lar functions. 
Many points of similarity may be found between the 
New England town and the parish. Both executed t he com-
mon law. Both were controlled by a meeting of inhabi-
tants which was summone d in much the same way a nd had 
many of the same f unctions. The town officers resemble 
the parish off icers. The town and parish were both 
religious an d civil units. It may be concluded that 
the parish was the prototype of the town but was changed 
by the conditions under which it was instituted in 
New England. 
* * * * 
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